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PLANNING  YOUR  FAMILY  EXPENDITURES 

By  CHASE  G.  WOODHGUSE,  Home  Economist,  Bureau  of  Home  Economics 


The  homemakers  of  the  United  States  as  a  group  manage  one  of  our 
largest  business  undertakings  and  direct  the  spending  of  many  billions 
of  dollars  annually.  What  can  they  learn  from  the  business  world? 
How  can  they  improve  their  business  methods?  First,  and  basic  to 
all  other  improvements,  they  can  make  a  plan  for  spending  the  family 
income  to  the  best  advantage.  This  would  mean  not  only  better 
household  management  but  also,  perhaps,  a  margin  for  expenditures 
on  the  worth-while  things  of  life,  and  money  for  labor-saving  devices 
which  would  give  the  homemaker  more  time  for  the  children,  for 
reading,  and  for  community  activities. 

What  is  a  budget? — Any  budget  is  a  plan  for  f uture  spending.  The 
family  budget,  the  budget  of  the  manufacturing  plant,  the  Budget  of 
the  United  States  Government,  each  dealing  with  very  different 
amounts  of  money,  are  all  the  same  in  principle. 

Where  can  you  get  a  budget? — No  authority  can  supply  a  budget 
ready  made.  There  is  no  such  thing  as  a  standard  budget,  a  "one 
best  plan'7  for  spending  a  given  income  of  a  family  with  a  certain 
number  of  children.  It  may  help  to  know  what  other  people  do  and 
to  compare  one  spending  plan  with  others,  but  each  family  must  make 
its  own  budget,  for  each  family  has  its  own  peculiar  needs,  its  own 
aims  and  hopes,  its  own  difficulties  and  responsibilities.  A  good 
plan  of  spending  for  one  family  with  three  children  and  an  income 
of  $2,500  a  year  might  be  a  very  poor  plan  for  another  family  living 
in  the  same  town,  with  the  same  number  of  children,  and  the  same 
income. 

How  to  make  a  budget  or  a  spending  plan. — First,  if  you  can,  get 
the  wrhole  family  interested.  If,  as  a  group,  you  make  a  plan  and  try 
to  live  by  it  you  will  be  very  likely  to  succeed.  However,  if  some 
members  of  the  family  are  not  interested,  start  with  a  budget  for  your 
own  clothing  and  for  all  the  household  expenses  over  which  you  have 
control.  Later  the  other  members  of  the  family  will,  no  doubt,  have 
to  admit  that  you  are  doing  better  with  a  plan  than  without  one, 
and  then  will  want  to  join  in  and  make  a  budget  for  all  of  the  family 
expenditures. 

What  is  your  income? — In  order  to  spend  wisely,  you  must  know 
what  you  have  to  spend.  The  first  step  in  making  a  budget  is  to 
estimate  your  income.  Write  down  all  the  sums  of  money  you  are 
fairly  sure  of  receiving  during  the' next  12  months,  from  earnings, 

98479°— 26  J 


2        Miscell  68,  U.  S.  Dept.  of  Agriculture 

sales,  interest  on  investments,  and  all  other  sources.  Do  not  include, 
here  the  value  of  farm  products  used  in  the  household.  The  method 
of  handling  them  will  be  considered  later  on.  In  making  this  list  do 
not  be  too  optimistic.  It  is  always  easy  to  change  your  spending 
plan  to  accommodate  a  larger  income,  but  difficult  to  adjust  it  to  a 
smaller  one  than  you  had  expected  to  receive. 

What  are  your  family's  needs?  The  next  step  is  more  difficult. 
List  all  the  articles  and  services  that  your  family  is  likely  to  need 
during  the  coming  year.  Do  this  in  a  systematic  way,  covering  one 
class  of  expenditure  at  a  time.  Start  with  food.  If  you  have  no 
very  definite  idea  of  what  you  have  been  spending  for  this  item, 
keep  a  record  for  a  week  or  two.  Examine  the  cost  and  the  type  of 
article  which  you  buy.  If  you  see  places  where  you  think  you  are 
extravagent,  improve  your  method  of  buying.  Then  upon  the  basis 
of  this  record,  plan  what  you  think  you  should  spend  for  food. 

On  the  farm  much  of  the  food  will  be  home  grown.  You  will  be  as 
careful  in  your  use  of  this  as  of  your  bought  food,  but  in  your  budget, 
your  plan  for  spending,  you  are  considering  only  the  food  which  you 
expect  to  buy. 

The  budget  must  provide  for  housing.  On  the  farm,  if  a  farm 
account  is  being  kept,  the  household  budget  need  include  under  this 
head  only  the  one  item,  repairs  and  improvements  on  the  house. 
Of  course,  taxes,  water  costs,  fire  insurance,  interest  on  a  mortgage  and 
payments  on  principal,  all  enter  into  the  cost  of  the  family  living. 
However,  unless  there  is  a  clear-cut  distinction  between  the  amount 
of  each  of  these  expenditures  that  is  incurred  because  of  the  house 
and  of  the  farm,  respectively,  the  simplest  method  is  to  care  for  all 
these  items  in  the  farm  account. 

In  the  city,  the  one  item,  rent,  may  cover  all  expenses  for  housing. 
But  if  you  own  your  house,  you  will  have  to  list  taxes  on  the  prop- 
erty, water  rates,  fire  insurance,  repairs  and  perhaps  improvements, 
and,  if  you  are  still  paying  for  the  house,  interest  on  a  mortgage  and 
payments  on  the  principal. 

In  planning  the  expenditure  for  clothing  make  a  separate  list  for 
each  individual,  noting  those  articles  that  he  or  she  has,  those  that 
will  be  needed  in  the  course  of  the  year,  about  when  they  will  be  pur- 
chased, and  the  amount  that  will  probably  be  paid  for  each  article. 
Remember  that  besides  new  clothes  old  ones  will  have  to  be  repaired 
and  that  there  will  be  expense  for  cleaning  and  pressing. 

Next  fist  the  expenditures  for  fuel,  light,  telephone,  laundry,  paid 
service,  household  supplies,  and  all  the  many  little  things  you  will 
need  to  run  the  house.  New  items  of  furniture  or  furnishings  and 
equipment  may  have  to  be  purchased  or  old  ones  repaired.  You  will 
find  it  easier  to  get  an  accurate  estimate  if  you  make  this  list  and  all 
the  others  in  considerable  detail;  otherwise  many  little  things  will  be 
forgotten  and  no  provision  made  for  them  in  your  plan. 

There  will  be  expenditures  for  health,  dentist,  doctor,  eyeglasses, 
and  medicine.  This  is  a  difficult  item  to  forecast,  but  you  can  make 
a  rough  estimate  on  the  basis  of  your  past  experience. 

The  family  should  have  some  recreation,  enjoy  a  concert,  a  lec- 
ture, or  the  movies,  have  a  trip,  perhaps  a  vacation;  there  are  news- 
papers and  books  which  are  needed;  the  children  have  expenses 
connected  with  school;  you  may  be  interested  in  supporting  your 
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community  chest,  the  church,  and  other  such  organizations.  All 
these  things,  which  the  budget  makers  call  "  development,"  all  the 
things  which  we  need  if  we  are  really  going  to  live  efficiently  and 
fully,  have  a  just  place  in  the  budget.  For  personal  expenditures, 
like  tobacco,  candy,  barber,  special  toilet  supplies,  and  car  fare,  give 
each  member  of  the  family  an  allowance. 

If  you  run  an  automobile,  estimate  what  it  will  cost  during  the 
next  12  months  for  gasoline  and  oil,  repairs  and  replacements,  insur- 
ance, taxes,  license,  and  new  equipment,  and  perhaps  for  garage  rent. 
On  the  farm,  if  you  wish  to  know  what  the  family  living  costs,  the 
expense  of  the  automobile  should  be  divided  between  the  household 
and  the  farm  business,  the  proportion  charged  to  each  depending  on 
the  relative  amount  of  use  each  makes  of  the  automobile. 

Plan  for  more  than  just  the  next  12  months. — There  is  the  future. 
You  want  to  own  your  own  place,  have  money  in  the  savings  bank, 
feel  the  security  of  owning  certain  investments,  be  sure  of  being  able 
to  handle  emergencies,  and  of  having  insurance  enough  to  care  for 
the  family.  In  the  light  of  all  the  family  needs  decide  what  can  be 
saved  and  then  think  of  that  sum  just  as  you  do  of  the  rent  or  the 
grocery  bill,  as  something  which  must  be  met  each  month. 

Now  compare  the  totals  of  your  two  lists — your  estimated  income 
and  your  estimated  expenditures.  For  safety  the  expenditures 
should  be  somewhat  under  the  income  in  order  to  provide  for  the 
unforeseen.  Go  over  your  expenditures  until  this  margin  appears. 
You  may  find  some  extravagances  if  you  look  for  them,  especially  in 
your  small  expenditures. 

A  budget  for  each  month. — You  now  have  a  spending  and  saving 
plan  for  next  year.  It  will  be  easier  to  follow  if  you  work  it  out  for 
each  month.  Take  a  blank  book  and  write  down  on  the  extreme  left- 
hand  side  of  a  page  the  classes  of  expenditure,  such  as  food,  housing, 
clothing,  and  the  detailed  items  under  each.  Then  across  the  double 
page  in  13  columns,  the  first  for  the  year,  then  one  for  each  month, 
enter  the  amount  you  will  probably  spend  during  the  whole  year  and 
in  each  month  on  the  given  item.  You  could  begin  this  by  going 
over  your  list  of  expenditures  and  picking  out  such  items  as  taxes, 
interest,  and  insurance  which  you  know  will  fall  due  on  a  certain  day 
of  a  given  month.  Then  plan  for  the  food,  clothing,  and  other  ex- 
penses in  the  same  way.  Vacation  will  probably  come  in  the  summer, 
clothing  expenses  in  the  spring  and  fall,  and  so  on  through  the  list. 
If  you  make  such  a  double  page  you  can  see  at  a  glance  what  you 
have  planned  to  spend  each  month  and  later  can  compare  it  with  your 
actual  expenditures.  A  budget  for  each  month  is  particularly  helpful 
where  the  income  is  irregular  in  amount  from  month  to  month.  In 
such  a  case  the  first  entry  in  each  column  might  be  the  amount  of 
income  you  expect  to  receive  that  month. 

How  to  live  up  to  the  budget. — You  think  it  may  be  easier  to  make 
a  budget  than  to  live  according  to  one?  Just  remember  that  every 
successful  business  follows  a  financial  plan  and  that  if  your  home  busi- 
ness is  to  be  successful  you  must  follow  one,  too.  Of  course,  your 
first  budget  may  need  changing.  Just  because  you  have  put  it  on 
paper  do  not  be  afraid  of  altering  it.  As  you  find  your  mistakes  and 
see  possibilities  of  improvement,  change  it.     But  when  you  change 
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keep  your  eye  on  the  savings  item  and  on  the  satisfaction  which  your 
family  is  going  to  get  in  the  long  run,  not  just  at  the  moment.  In 
order  to  know  whether  or  not  you  are  following  your  budget  plan,  it 
is  necessary  to  keep  some  record  of  your  expenditures. 

How  to  record  your  expenditures. — Write  down  each  day  what 
you  have  spent.  Such  sums  as  2  cents  for  a  newspaper  which  come 
every  day  may  be  saved  and  put  down  as  one  item  at  the  end  of  the 
month.  *  Don't  enter  all  the  items  together  in  a  hapzard  way.  What 
you  want  to  know  is  not  only  how  much  you  have  spent  each  month 
but  upon  what  you  have  spent  it.  To  do  this  you  must  write  your 
expenditures  down  under  headings.  Put  all  your  food  expenditures 
for  the  year  on  one  page  or  on  several  consecutive  pages  of  your  blank 
book,  all  your  expenses  for  running  the  house  on  another,  and  so  on 
for  each  class  of  expenditures.  Save  a  page  or  a  half  page  for  the 
yearly  clothing  account  of  each  member  of  the  family. 

Perhaps,  however,  you  will  prefer  to  see  all  your  expenditures  for 
each  month  on  one  page.  If  so,  you  can  rule  a  double  page  of  a 
blank  book  so  as  to  have  a  space  of  some  3  inches  on  the  extreme 
left-hand  side  and  then  across  the  double  page  a  number  of  columns 
each  with  a  suitable  heading,  as  "food  purchased,"  "savings,"  and  so 
on.  In  the  first  space  write  the  name  of  the  item  purchased  and  then 
enter  under  the  proper  column  the  amount  which  you  paid  for  it. 
One  or  more  such  double  pages  will  be  needed  for  each  month. 

Do  not  make  your  recording  of  expenditures  a  family  nuisance, 
the  main  subject  of  conversation  at  the  evening  meal.  If  each 
member  of  the  family  has  an  allowance  to  cover  personal  expenditures 
all  that  need  be  entered  in  the  household  record  under  the  heading  "per- 
sonal" is  the  amount  of  the  allowance,  once  a  month.  Each  individ- 
ual may  keep  his  account  of  the  details  of  such  expenses  in  his  own 
book.  This  will  be  good  training  for  the  children  and  will  save  the 
grown-up  members  of  the  family  many  aggravating  minutes  of 
questioning. 

At  the  end  of  the  month  add  up  the  entries  on  each  page.  If 
you  charge  goods  enter  the  amount  as  of  the  month  they  were  bought 
whether  you  pay  for  them  then  or  later.  You  can  keep  a  memoran- 
dum of  what  you  owe  on  a  separate  page  somewhere  in  your  book. 

You  will  find  it  helpful  to  make  a  summary  page  just  like  the 
budget  page,  the  same  general  headings  for  classes  of  expenditure 
and  the  subheads  being  written  on  the  extreme  left-hand  side,  and 
13  columns,  1  for  the  whole  year  and  1  for  each  month,  ruled 
across  the  double  page.  At  the  end  of  the  month  transfer  the  totals 
for  each  class  of  expenditure  from  your  records  to  this  summary  and 
Compare  your  expenditures  with  your  budget.  If  they  are  keeping 
together  fairly  well  you  have  solved  your  problem.  If  your  expend- 
itures are  less  than  you  had  planned  you  are  more  than  rewarded 
for  your  trouble.  If  they  are  more  than  you  had  planned  first,  study 
your  actual  expenditures  to  see  if  the  fault  lies  there.  If  you  can 
find  no  way  of  reducing  certain  expenditures  then  review  your  plan 
to  see  if  perhaps  you  ought  to  change  that.  But  be  sure  before 
changing  your  plan  that  it  is  really  the  plan  that  needs  changing 
and  not  your  habits. 

Your  record  of  expenditures  is  not  a  formal  account  book.  Do  not 
waste  time  in  accounting  for  every  penny.  It  is  not  how  much  money 
you  have  spent  but  how  you  spend  it  and  what  you  get  for  it  that 
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is  important.  Your  object  is  not  a  set  of  balanced  books  but  in- 
formation as  to  where  your  money  has  gone  in  order  that  next  month 
and  next  year  you  may  spend  it  to  better  advantage. 

On  the  farm  if  you  are  to  know  what  your  family  living  costs,  you 
will  need  a  special  page  in  your  book  for  recording  farm  products 
used  in  the  household.  Write  down  on  a  wall  card  kept  in  the  kitchen 
the  kind  and  quantity  of  farm  products  as  they  are  put  aside  for 
home  use.  For  example,  butter  might  be  entered  at  time  of  churn- 
ing, fresh  vegetables  when  they  are  brought  in,  and  wood  when  it 
is  put  into  the  shed.  At  the  end  of  each  week  these  entries  should 
be  transferred  to  a  special  page  of  your  record  book  and  a  value 
placed  upon  them. 

At  the  end  of  the  year  the  total  on  this  page  shows  the  amount 
which  the  farm  products  have  saved  you  from  spending.  From  this 
point  of  view  it  is  that  much  additional  income;  but,  since  you  have 
consumed  the  products,  it  is  also  the  equivalent  of  an  expenditure. 
Since  this  total  has  these  two  aspects  it  is  better  to  keep  the  record 
of  farm  products  used  in  the  household  quite  apart  from  your  record 
of  cash  expenditures. 

The  second  budget. — At  the  end  of  the  year  after  you  have  com- 
pleted your  summary  and  compared  it  with  your  budget,  look  over 
the  details  of  your  record,  see  where  you  made  mistakes,  where 
you  did  well,  and  knowing  these  facts,  make  a  budget  for  the  next 
year.  The  best  way  of  going  over  your  record  is  to  ask  yourself 
questions.  Put  yourself  through  a  regular  examination  in  regard  to 
your  habits  and  your  methods  of  buying.  The  questions  on  page  6 
may  be  helpful  for  a  beginning,  but  you  know  yourself  and  your  sit- 
uation better  than  anyone  else  can  and  will  soon  think  of  other  ques- 
tions more  suited  to  your  needs. 

Why  have  so  few  homemakers  budgeted  their  expenditures  ?  Per- 
haps first  of  all  becaused  they  have  not  realized  that  part  of  their  work 
is  the  management  of  a  business,  that  one  of  their  important  tasks 
is  the  handling  of  the  family  income  and  that  the  success  or  their 
many  other  activities  depends  largely  upon  their  success  in  doing 
this  well.  They  have  felt  that  the  discussion  of  money  matters  should 
not  take  a  prominent  place  in  the  home.  But  only  when  money 
matters  are  well  handled  do  they  occupy  their  proper  place  in  the 
background  of  family  life.  Badly  managed  they  take  the  center  of 
the  home  stage. 

Many  homemakers  excuse  themselves  for  not  having  a  plan  for 
spending  by  saying  that  they  are  poor  at  figures.  Figures  are  not 
the  important  thing  in  a  budget.  It  is  not  a  matter  of  addition  and 
subtraction.  It  is  a  matter  of  deciding  upon  what  type,  quantity, 
and  quality  of  articles  and  services  to  spend  one's  income.  It  is  not 
the  figures  that  most  homemakers  really  dislike ;  it  is  living  up  to  a 
standard,  watching  bad  habits  of  spending,  and  being  careful. 
But,  after  all,  being  careful  in  little  things  in  order  that  the  more 
important  things  may  be  enjoyed  is  not  such  a  hardship. 
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QUESTIONS    SUGGESTED    FOR    USE    IN    REVIEWING    THE 
RECORD    OF    EXPENDITURES 

Have  we  saved  a  fair  portion  of  our  income,  all  circumstances  considered? 
Is  the  emergency  fund  in  the  bank  large  enough? 
Have  we  sufficient  life  insurance? 

Are  we  accumulating  a  fund  for  the  children's  education? 

Would  we  save  more  in  the  long  run  if  we  spent  money  for  labor-saving  devices 
which  would  save  health  and  energy? 

What  proportion  of  our  total  expenditures  goes  for  food? 

Are  we  spending  too  much  or  too  little  for  any  of  the  different  food  groups? 

What  has  each  type  of  home  canned  or  preserved  food  cost  in  comparison  with 

commercial  products  of  the  same  quality? 
Could  the  time  spent  in  canning  have  been  spent  to  greater  profit  in  some  other 

wa3T,  as  in  sewing,  for  example? 

What  proportion  of  the  family  income  is  expended  for  clothing? 

Is  the  clothing  money  fairly  proportioned  among  the  various  members  of  the 

family? 
Is  it  more  economical  in  the  long  run  to  buy  certain  articles  of  clothing  ready 

made  or  to  make  them? 

What  proportion  of  the  family  income  is  expended  for  health? 
Has  the  larger  proportion  of  the  health  expenditure  been  for  cure  or  prevention? 
Would  more  recreation,  a  vacation,  or  a  different  diet  have  any  effect  in  reducing 
our  expenditure  for  health? 

Are  operating  expenses  larger  than  necessary  on  account  of  poor  equipment,  such 

as  stove  or  refrigerator? 
Would  it  save  money  in  the  long  run  to  put  the  house  into  better  repair? 

Are  the  items  which  are  listed  under  "development"  really  such  as  will  improve 
the  living  of  the  family? 

Does  any  member  of  the  family  need  more  help  in  learning  to  handle  his  allow- 
ance wisely? 
Do  we  spend  too  much  on  such  things  as  candy,  tobacco,  and  cheap  magazines? 

Do  articles  which  we  have  bought  at  a  certain  store  prove  to  be  more  expensive 

or  less  satisfactorj'  than  those  bought  at  another  store? 
Where  we  have  bought  on  the  installment  plan  would  we  have  done  better  to 

wait  until  we  could  pay  cash? 
Are  there  any  articles  which  we  buy  in  too  small  or  in  too  large  quantities? 

What  articles  have  we  purchased  that  we  did  not  need?     That  did  not  wear  well? 

What  articles  which  we  have  bought  should  be  listed  as  luxuries — that  is,  as 
things  which  we  enjoy  thoroughly — which  are  not  harmful,  but  without  which 
we  could  get  along  well  without  detriment  either  to  our  health  or  efficiency? 

Is  our  automobile  a  necessity,  a  convenience,  or  a  luxury? 

Are  our  charge  accounts  a  convenience  or  a  temptation? 
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